The purpose of this paper is to empirically examine the relationship between the adoption of a brand orientation strategy and customer relationship performance in a small service firm setting. More specifically, in addition to investigating the direct link between brand orientation and customer relationship performance, we further examine the moderating effects of entrepreneurial orientation and perceived competitive intensity on the empirical link between brand orientation and customer relationship performance. To test the hypothesized relationships in the conceptual framework, 105 usable structured questionnaires were collected from small service firms and the data were further analyzed using a hierarchical, moderated regression analysis. The results affirm the positive link between brand orientation and customer relationship performance. Moreover, entrepreneurial orientation is found to strengthen the brand orientation-customer relationship June 2015 : pp. 111-138 performance link. However, our results show that competitive intensity does not significantly moderate the brand orientation-customer relationship performance link. Nonetheless, it is highly suggestive that perceived competitive intensity is a direct predictor of customer relationship performance. In terms of the practical significance of the overall research model, the effect size is fairly large (Cohen's f 2 = 0.33). The research implications and directions for future research are further highlighted in the penultimate section of the paper.
Introduction
Small firms in general make significant contributions to the advancement of the global economy in terms of job creation, entrepreneurship, innovation, wealth creation, and nation building (Džafić et al., 2011; International Labour Organization, 2006; Mead and Liedholm, 1998) . Consequently, there has been a growing interest among academics in the study of small businesses across the broader spectrum of the social sciences discipline. Further, as a result of increasing competition in the business environment, marketing scholars (Abimbola and Vallaster, 2007; Berthon, Ewing and Napoli, 2008; Wong and Merrilees, 2005) have even suggested that the adoption of a brand(ing) strategy is vital for the growth of these enterprises as well as their competitiveness in the marketplace, particularly those in the service sector. In fact, a recent study empirically demonstrates that small and medium-sized firms "are at a competitive disadvantage, on account of weaker brand orientation than in larger companies" (Baumgarth, 2010: 666) . This may imply that small service firms that are brand-oriented stand a better chance of using their brand to establish "stronger" symbiotic brand-customer relationships in a rapidly changing and competitive marketplace. Accordingly, a firm's brand orientation is more likely to serve as a strategic leeway for survival in intensely competitive business environments (Urde, 1994) .
However, for small firms, the role of the business entrepreneur cannot be underscored regarding the formulation and/or implementation of a brandoriented culture within the firm (Napoli, Ewing and Berthon, 2005; Wong and Merrilees, 2005) . Therefore, it is expected that a small firm's brand orientation in connection with its brand performance outcomes, in this instance, customer relationship performance, is more likely to be contingent on the entrepreneurial orientation of the firm as well as the level of competition in the firm's business environment.
On the other hand, there is scant literature on how branding supposedly influences customer relationship performance of micro, small and medium-sized companies, particularly in the case of small service firms (Laukkanen et al., 2013; Merrilees, Rundle-Thiele and Lye, 2011) . To address the gap in scholarly literature, our goal is to empirically investigate in this research paper whether the adoption of a brand orientation, as a marketing strategy, could significantly predict the customer relationship performance of small service firms. In addition, we further examine whether or not a firm's entrepreneurial orientation, together with perceived competitive intensity, moderates the relationship between brand orientation and customer relationship performance in a small service firm setting.
In sum, this paper makes at least three contributions to the scholarly business literature. First, we further extend and establish that there is a direct link between brand orientation and customer relationship performance in the context of small service firms. Second, to the extent of our knowledge, this study is arguably the first to incorporate the moderating effects of entrepreneurial orientation and perceived competitive intensity in the brand orientation-customer relationship performance linkage. In fact, this is obviously a response to the call by Baumgarth (2010: 666) for additional strategic variables to be incorporated into Building Strong Customer Relationships through Brand Orientation in Small Service Firms: An Empirical Investigation Croatian Economic Survey : Vol. 17 : No. 1 : June 2015 : pp. 111-138 a single research framework comprising brand orientation and organizational performance, as measured in this case by customer relationship performance.
Finally, this study demonstrates that brand orientation is also relevant for small service firms operating in less-developed market economies, thus extending the generalizability of brand orientation beyond the very few empirical findings in mature market economies (cf. Laukkanen et al., 2013) .
The research paper is further arranged as follows. The next section presents the conceptual framework of the study, relevant theoretical background and research hypotheses. In the subsequent section, we describe the research methodology, including the measures that were used for the survey, as well as the software that aided our statistical analysis. Empirical findings and discussion are highlighted in the section after that, while the research implications, including limitations and future study are presented in the penultimate section of the article. The final section briefly presents the concluding thoughts.
Conceptual Framework, Theoretical Foundations and Hypotheses
The conceptual framework of the study is as illustrated in Figure 1 . 
Brand Orientation and Customer Relationship Performance
As adduced by Van Gelder (2003) , brands are constructs which are created by organizations to stimulate customer experience and with the hope of inducing a buying behavior that is both favorable and sustainable to firms. Accordingly, a brand that is well-crafted tends to appeal more to consumers, and in turn tends to be more visible in the marketplace, thereby leading to satisfactory marketing performance outcomes (e.g., customer relationship performance) (Aaker, 1996a; Kapferer, 2008) . Undoubtedly, brand orientation is a tortuous marketing strategy since it requires a web of interrelated mechanisms and linkages that represent both the "face" and "voice" of the organization in the marketplace (Napoli, Ewing and Berthon, 2005; Urde, 1994; Urde, Baumgarth and Merrilees, 2013; Wong and Merrilees, 2005) . In one of the thought-provoking literary discourses on the synergy between brand orientation and market orientation, Urde (1999: 118) unequivocally states that "to be brand oriented is market orientation 'plus'".
Similarly, some recent empirical studies posit that brand orientation fosters the brand performance of not only large corporations, but also small and mediumsized businesses (Baumgarth, 2010; Merrilees, Rundle-Thiele and Lye, 2011; Park and Kim, 2013 Berthon, Ewing and Napoli (2008) argue that a firm's brand orientation is likely to be more impactful on the organizational performance of SMEs with a penchant for creativity and foresight, as well as those that possess an uncanny knack of identifying new business opportunities. This is also consistent with the views of Schmidt and Baumgarth (2014) who stress in their paper the need for social entrepreneurs to scale up their innovative efforts towards building their brand identity so that they could attract more positive outcomes from various stakeholders in the society. More specifically, we would expect that small service firms that are more enterprising, proactive, innovative and, importantly, have a clear-cut mission with a long-term strategic vision for their businesses, are more likely to build a long-lasting brand with a unique identity that is "tied" to their internalized brand values (Hankinson, 2002; Lumpkin and Dess, 2001; Urde, 1999; Wallace, de Chernatony and Buil, 2011) . As such, enterprises with more forward-looking and innovative entrepreneurs are bound to be more creative with their product and/or service offering in the marketplace so that they could possibly forge a good relationship with their customers via their firms' brands.
Accordingly, entrepreneurial orientation could serve as a buffer for small service firms that are interested in using their brand identity to influence consumers' perceptions of their brand, thereby strengthening the firm's bonding and/ or relationships with its customers. Thus, the interaction of brand orientation with entrepreneurial orientation is more than likely to significantly influence the customer relationship performance of a small service firm. Against this background, we further propose that:
H2:
The relationship between a firm's brand orientation and customer relationship performance is reinforced under high entrepreneurial orientation.
Brand Orientation, Its Interaction with Perceived Competitive Intensity, and Customer Relationship Performance
The whole essence of branding is differentiation, when a firm is able to distinguish itself from rival firms via the branding strategy that it decides to adopt and/ or implement in the marketplace. Accordingly, brand orientation is a strategic resource which enables a firm to compete in the marketplace (Urde, 1994) ; it could also be seen in the light of "marketing orientation plus" (Urde, 1999) . In fact, existing literature has shown that a firm's branding strategy strongly correlates with its customer-based brand equity outcomes, such as brand awareness, brand association, perceived service quality, brand trust, and brand satisfaction/loyalty (Aaker, 1996a; 1996b) . The above may equally imply that what drives firms to implement an effective branding strategy in the marketplace stems from the level of competition in the business environment. Besides, scholarly literature asserts that branding plays a vital role in achieving superior customer value, particularly in an intensely competitive business environment (Abimbola and Vallaster, 2007; Kapferer, 2008; Urde, 1999) . It suffices to say that a competitive business environment provides the external impetus for firms to mobilize and invest their scarce resources in the implementation of effective branding strategies. Branding strategy, or more specifically, a firm's brand orientation enables the firm to leverage on its brand name with a view to strengthen the firm's relationship with its stakeholders, especially existing and potential customers. However, to date, no previous research has empirically demonstrated the interaction of brand orientation with perceived competitive intensity and the likely impact it might have on the measure of customer relationship performance in a small firm setting.
On the other hand, existing literature proposes that the dominant rationale behind the brand orientation of firms could be attributable to the degree of competition that exists in the business environment. This evinces that a brand-oriented firm is more likely to be influenced based on its perception of competitive intensity in its industry, which in turn is likely to amplify the brand orientation-customer relationship performance link. In fact, as O'Cass and Weerawardena (2010) demonstrate in their empirical study, perceived industry competitive intensity has a positive, indirect effect on a firm's brand performance metric (i.e., brandcustomer loyalty) via the firm's choice of marketing capabilities (e.g., promotion
of the firm's brand and product differentiation). Thus, drawing from previous research we would expect that a highly-competitive business environment, albeit based on a service firm's perception, is more likely to trigger business creativity among the service firms and in turn strengthens the brand orientation-customer relationship performance of these firms. This leads us to the following research hypothesis:
H3: The relationship between a firm's brand orientation and customer relationship
performance is reinforced under a higher perception of competitive intensity.
Research Methodology

Data Collection and Sample
The setting for the research is Nigeria, which is one of the world's fastest growing market economies, yet a developing country with myriads of institutional, infrastructure and business challenges facing the growth of micro, small and medium-sized companies in general. The units of analysis are small service firms.
Through the use of a quota sampling method, survey data were gathered from selected service firms such as micro finance banks (MFBs), insurance brokers, and finance houses. Thus, having selected the types of firms that we wanted to include as members of the target population, firms were further picked in a non-randomized manner (i.e., non-random selection). Accordingly, structured questionnaires were used to elicit responses from the target population. The data were often collected by means of a drop and pick method in order to overcome the challenge of an inefficient postal delivery system, as this is often the case with less advanced economies. Also, in rare cases, the questionnaires were emailed to some of the key respondents that had indicated interest to participate in the survey. Data collection took place in the southern part of Nigeria, including the nation's seat of political power (i.e., Abuja). One of the researchers that was on the ground and several trained research assistants were able to administer 170 questionnaires to the survey respondents. A total number of 105 questionnaires were returned at the time of writing this article. Thus, the 105 completed questionnaires were deemed to be appropriate for the study. The participants in the study included CEOs and managers of the firms. Data collection was from the month of November, 2014 to December, 2014. We had both male and female participants, though a larger proportion were males. Nearly all the firms covered in our study had between 10 and 49 employees with an insignificant proportion employing 50 to 249 employees (see Table 1 ). A breakdown of the sample characteristics is depicted in Table 1 . More importantly, the sample size exceeds the criterion suggested by Green (1991) 
Survey Instrument
We adapted all our research constructs from the existing literature (e.g., Wong and Merrilees, 2008; Wu, Mahajan and Balasubramanian, 2003) . All the constructs were measured on a multi-item scale ranging from strongly disagree
(1) to strongly agree (5). The scale for brand orientation consisted of four items; the items were obtained from Wong and Merrilees (2008) . The entrepreneurial orientation scale consisted of five items obtained from Laukkanen et al. (2013) while the measure of customer relationship performance was adapted from Wu, Mahajan and Balasubramanian (2003) . The items measuring competitive intensity were obtained from Arnold, Fang and Palmatier (2011) . The mean and standard deviation of the four research constructs are as shown in Table 2 . In addition, the correlation matrix of the research constructs is presented in Table 3 . 
Statistical Method and Software
The data were analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistics. That is, in addition to descriptive statistics, we conducted exploratory factor analysis in order to check the unidimensionality of the research constructs. To test our hypotheses, we conducted a hierarchical, moderated regression analysis. For further elaboration on moderated regression analysis, please refer to related studies (Bergkvist, 2004; Sharma, Durand and Gur-arie, 1981) . The data were warehoused in SPSS, thus, all our statistical analyses were done using IBM SPSS Statistics 19. We equally made use of a regression interaction software, Interaction 1.7.2211 (Soper, 2012) .
Results, Empirical Findings and Discussion
Common Method Bias and Psychometric Properties of Scale
By default, our analysis is likely to suffer from a common method bias (CMB)
given that we collected our data including the outcome variable from a single source. On the other hand, we used the Harman's unrotated one-factor solution procedure as suggested by Podsakoff et al. (2003) . Based on the analysis, a fourfactor solution with eigenvalues all greater than one emerged as the outcome of the Harman's unrotated one-factor solution. The highest variance recorded by the most prominent factor, that is, the first factor, was 37.3 percent. Therefore, we can conclude that CMB does not pose a serious problem to the current study. Furthermore, we used the Cronbach's alpha coefficient for the purpose of assessing the reliability of the survey instrument, more specifically, the research constructs. The Cronbach's alpha score for the combined research constructs is 0.83, and this value exceeds the baseline value of 0.7 (Nunnally, 1978) . Besides, two items with very low inter-item correlation coefficients were omitted in the final data analysis. In sum, the Cronbach's alpha values for the individual constructs ranged from 0.74 to 0.97. The unidimensionality of the research constructs was further tested by using principal component analysis (PCA) with a varimax orthogonal rotation technique. All the items for each of the constructs were extracted based on the criterion of eigenvalues greater than one. In all, all the factor loadings exceeded 0.5, thus indicating that at least 50 percent of the constructs' variability was captured by the measurement items used in the study.
The results to a large extent confirm the internal consistency and, importantly, the unidimensionality of the research constructs. In this study, we conducted independent PCA for all our constructs (e.g., see Park and Gretzel, 2010) . Please refer to Table 4 for more information on the psychometric properties of the scale.
Empirical Findings and Discussion
As shown in Table 5 , the overall research model (∆F) is statistically significant at p < 0.01. Prior to entering the independent and moderating variables sequentially into the model, we standardize these variables in order to avoid the problem of multicollinearity (Dunlap and Kemery, 1987 Relative to our competitors, our company has a higher ability to identify new business opportunities.
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Relative to our competitors, our company has a higher ability to endure in making the vision of our business a reality. In this study, we do not dwell much on the various typologies (e.g., homologizer, quasi-moderator, pure moderator, etc.) associated with a moderated regression analysis (cf. Sharma, Durand and Gur-arie, 1981) . In terms of the practical significance of the overall research model, that is, using the Cohen's effect size, f 2 equals 0.33; this result indicates a relatively high effect size and it particularly provides further validity of the research model. For the sake of model parsimony, we focused our attention on the significance of the direct effects and interaction effects in models 2 and 3, respectively (see Table 5 ).
In order to derive H1, we made use of model 2 in the research model (see Table   5 ). The findings show that brand orientation is positively related to customer relationship performance (P < 0.001), thus providing empirical support for H1. Therefore, our finding is akin to the finding of O'Cass and Ngo (2011) who empirically demonstrated in a study that was conducted among Australian service firms (with a large proportion of the firms being SMEs) that a service firm's brand orientation positively influences customer satisfaction. In a related study that was conducted in the context of small firms in two EU countries, Finland and Hungary, Laukinnen et al. (2013) found that brand orientation is a significant predictor of brand performance, especially in terms of strong customer-brand loyalty and acquisition of new customers in a SME setting.
Further findings reveal that the relationship between brand orientation and customer relationship performance is reinforced under high entrepreneurial orientation (p < 0.01), thus lending support for H2. This new finding responds to the call by Baumgarth (2010) . As suggested by Aiken and West (1991) , we conducted a simple slope analysis using an Interaction tool (Soper, 2012) .
The interaction plot is as shown in Figure 2 . It shows that brand orientation significantly impacts customer relationship only at a higher level of entrepreneurial orientation, thus providing additional support for H2.
On the other hand, we do not have sufficient empirical evidence for H3; our result suggests that perceived competitive intensity does not significantly moderate the Building Strong Customer Relationships through Brand Orientation in Small Service Firms: An Empirical Investigation Croatian Economic Survey : Vol. 17 : No. 1 : June 2015 : pp. 111-138 relationship between brand orientation and customer relationship performance (see Table 5 ). Based on this inconclusive evidence for H3, we do not elaborate further on its interaction plot.
However, further insights from the moderated regression analysis show that perceived competitive intensity is an independent predictor of customer relationship performance (P < 0.01), though this particular finding was not part of the initial hypothesis. Nonetheless, since it is an important finding from a post-hoc analysis, we considered it useful to report this new finding. Therefore, it could be inferred from our findings that as a result of higher perception of competitive intensity, small service firms are able to up the ante towards building strong and symbiotic relationships with their clients. This finding further highlights the importance of healthy rivalry among firms since it does not only benefit customers, but also the society at large, especially profit-seeking firms. This particular finding relates to the findings of Wieseke et al. (2012) who demonstrate using their baseline model that competitive intensity may positively affect customer satisfaction with sales interaction in the context of sales representatives. This obviously leads us to conclude that a greater perception of competitive intensity is a driver of customer relationship performance among small service firms.
Additionally, a post-hoc power estimate of this analysis, implemented using an online tool , equally confirmed the statistical power of the sample size to be more than adequate for the current study since the obtained estimate exceeded the suggested 80 percent statistical power, with an alpha level of 0.05 and 0.15 as the medium effect size (cf. Borges, 2013; Carbonell, RodriguezEscudero and Pujari, 2009; Onwuegbuzie and Leech, 2004) . This further provides ample evidence for the adequacy of the sample size as well as additional confirmation of the research findings. In sum, the higher the entrepreneurial orientation of a small service firm, the more it will amplify the relationship between brand orientation and customer relationship performance in the marketplace. Existing literature has always pointed to the active and invaluable role that the small business entrepreneurs play in their organizations since they are the key decision-makers of their establishments (Osakwe, Chovancová and Agu, 2015) . Invariably, this further implies that small service firms that expect to benefit more from investing in their firm and/or service branding as bait for improved customer relationship performance, and in turn economic performance, would have to concurrently improve upon their entrepreneurial capabilities.
On the other hand, we found in this study that competitive intensity is a direct predictor of customer relationship performance, that is, perceived competitive intensity may not necessarily moderate the brand orientation-customer relationship performance link. Although this is an interesting finding, it is not so surprising, for at least one obvious business reason. To put it this way -what could possibly drive firms in the marketplace to improve their relationships with customers? The obvious answer is that as a result of intense rivalry among firms, firms are being "forcefully" pushed to adopt competitive business strategies that could improve their customer relationship performance metrics, since it is very obvious that satisfied and/or loyal customers equate to improved revenue for all categories of profit-oriented firms. Undoubtedly, without any form of intense rivalry in an industry or business setting, firms by default are lethargic in building strong and long-lasting relationships with customers since it involves the commitment of both physical and non-physical resources.
Therefore, our findings further imply that small service firms that carry out their business activities in an intensely competitive business environment (for example, the financial services setting) are more likely to seize the opportunity that competition inherently offers in the marketplace in ensuring that their customers are well catered for, which in turn increases brand satisfaction and loyalty. Therefore, this study has shown, to a certain degree, that firms with a higher perception of competitive intensity in their industry are more bound to improve their relationships with existing customers and prospects. Overall, our empirical findings from this preliminary study add marginally to theoretical development in the marketing literature and, importantly, to managerial practice.
For small service firm managers in particular, our study has shown that they should invest in their firm's brand on an ongoing basis if they are to build a sustainable customer relationship performance. Also, it is vital for these CEOs and/or managers to become more entrepreneurially-driven. It is important to point out that brand orientation on its own does not necessarily guarantee a firm's competitive position in the marketplace, but it is at least a source of competitive parity that small service firms could leverage on for the purpose of economic survival in the marketplace (Barney, 2001; Barney and Hesterly, 2006; Urde, 1994) . Therefore, brand orientation is one of the key strategic paths that firms, particularly small service firms, could leverage on to bolster their customer relationship performance.
Similar to most empirical studies, our study is limited in several ways. First, the study employs a non-probabilistic sampling technique, i.e., quota sampling.
The reason for this is because we could not obtain a sampling frame of our target population due to the typical problem that is associated with carrying out primary research in most developing economies. Another limitation of the present study is that we have used cross-sectional data, thus our findings do not take into account the various dynamics that might have occurred as a result of variations in time periods. Importantly, the research setting was a developing market economy and as such our findings may not be applicable to small service firms in mature market economies and even in dissimilar cross-cultures. Readers should equally take into account that the firms that participated in our study are all from a related industry, the financial industry.
On the other hand, we firmly believe that these limitations could further academic discourse on the relationship between branding and customer relationship performance, especially in the context of micro, small and medium-sized firms.
Future studies could expand on the conceptual model by incorporating important strategic variables such as technological turbulence, brand artefacts, managerial ties (social networks), customer feedback, and access to financial capital into the model. It would also be interesting to extend the existing model into non-service sectors, especially small manufacturing and/or agro-allied firms. Likewise, to further the generalizability of the research findings, it would be interesting to replicate this study in a cross-cultural context involving at least two countries from a different continent.
Concluding Thoughts
To sum up, the main aim of this paper was to empirically investigate the likely impact(s) that the moderating effects of entrepreneurial orientation together with perceived competitive intensity might have on the relationship between brand orientation and customer relationship performance of small service firms as well as the direct impact of brand orientation on customer relationship performance.
Our results have clearly demonstrated that entrepreneurial orientation reinforces the empirical link between brand orientation and customer relationship performance. We have equally established that there is a direct link between brand orientation and customer relationship performance in a small service firm setting.
Further insights from the research model reveal that a firm's perception of competitive intensity might not significantly moderate the brand orientationcustomer relationship performance link, but that competitive intensity is more likely to be an independent predictor of customer relationship performance.
This particular finding, though not part of our initial hypothesis, shows that a competitive business environment drives firms to build and maintain good customer-brand relationships, which in turn is expected to improve a firm's financial bottom-line. Importantly, we expect that the research findings will add to our understanding of how branding influences customer satisfaction as well as customer-brand loyalty, that is, customer relationship performance, in the context of small service firms.
In terms of the practical significance of the overall research model, the effect size is fairly large (Cohen's f 2 = 0.33), thus further confirming the research findings.
By and large, caution should be taken when generalizing the outcomes of this study in dissimilar service sectors given that our findings are still preliminary in nature and this is the first in a series of empirical investigations focused on quantitatively measuring the likely impact(s) that brand orientation may have on small firms' marketing performance (in this instance, customer relationship performance). 
